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	1. Chapter 1

**Okay, I wasn't really planning on posting this story yet but what the hey :)**

**I'm a die hard RUCAS fan and I feel like there's not enough fanfic about them so let me help balance it out a bit. Don't hate me people :)**

**Yeah, yeah, yeah, I'm an eccentric writer - I write rom-com ****then next minute I write supernatural romance then back to rom-com, what can I say? Nah, I just love to write so if you guys have a story idea let me know and I might just write it for you...Please check out my other story _Let Me In _because I can tell you guys, it's different but I guarantee you that you'll love it and if you don't then I owe you a sequel of what ever previous story I wrote...you guys get to choose. If I win...you never know...you just might get a full RUCAS novel in one shot!**

_XxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxX_

Riley Matthews was being watched.

She could _feel_ it.

Closing her laptop, Riley rose to her feet just as a rock arched gracefully over a hedge of wild roses and landed with an impressive splash directly in the center of her fishpond, spraying her with water from head to toe.

Her shriek launched a flock of purple finches into the trees.

Two identical faces poked cautiously around the hedge, and Riley blinked. No, she wasn't hallucinating. Two golden heads. Two pairs of wide emerald eyes. The only significant difference between them she could see was that one of the boys sported a Band–Aid above his left eyebrow.

"Where did you come from?" Riley demanded.

The boys exchanged uncomfortable looks. "She's old. You'd think she'd know that by now," the one with the bandage muttered.

Riley felt the strangest urge to laugh, but she didn't. She'd moved into the neighborhood six months ago and knew no young children lived in the vicinity. The row of Victorian homes on Rose Street, as quaint and pretty as charms on a bracelet, were occupied by people who didn't care about whirlpool baths, oversize garages and how close they were to the school and the hospital. _Those_ people built new homes in the subdivision cropping up on the outskirts of town. It was one of the main reasons Riley had chosen _this _neighborhood. The other reason was that she'd immediately fallen in love with the turn–of–the–century carriage house that Emily Friar, her elderly landlady, had decided to rent out.

"Where do you _live?_" Riley emphasized the last word so there was no mistaking her meaning this time.

The boy with the Band–Aid shrugged. "Here."

Riley took a deep breath. _Patience._ "That isn't true."

"We do, too." Identical scowls puckered their foreheads. Maybe she hadn't sounded as patient as she thought she had.

"_I live_ here—" She started to correct them, but the scowls suddenly disappeared and the boys charged forward. Riley braced herself for an attack, but they streaked past her.

"Is that your dog?"

Riley shot a panicked look over her shoulder and saw Marley, her yellow Labrador retriever, lumbering toward them.

"Can we play with her?"

"What's her name?"

"Her name is Marley," Riley said distractedly. "And no, she doesn't play. She's too old."

Three pairs of eyes focused on her in disappointment. Riley clapped her hands and Marley reluctantly padded over and sat down beside her. But her tail continued to thump out a cheerful message to the boys in canine Morse code.

"Now." Riley winced. She sounded more severe than patient. But she had a deadline to meet and five precious minutes had already been spent on the pint–sized criminals who'd launched a missile into her pond. "What are your names?"

"James." The one without the Band–Aid inched closer to Marley and extended his hand. His extremely _grubby _hand.

"Jake." The other boy lifted his chin in a way that clearly told Riley she wouldn't get any more information out of him.

"And you came from—" _Scratch that._ "Why did you say you lived _here?_"

"'Cause we do." Jake's eyes narrowed. "We live with our Aunt Emily."

"She's our _great_ aunt." Taking advantage of Riley's shocked silence, Jake flopped down and wrapped his arms around Marley's neck. Marley looked a little self–conscious, but gave his cheek a friendly swipe with her tongue anyway.

It couldn't be true. Emily wouldn't—couldn't—_do_ this to her. She knew about Riley's looming deadline. She knew she needed peace and quiet. And two boys lobbing rocks into her pond certainly didn't qualify for that!

"Jake? James?" A muffled but definitely masculine voice penetrated the hedge. "Where are you guys?"

Riley didn't know much about children, but guessed the sudden tension in the boys' shoulders meant they were about to flee. She clamped one hand onto each shaggy head just as a man stepped into view.

It took Riley only a split second to match his features—his grown–up, drop–dead _gorgeous_ features—to those of the boys wriggling in her grasp. She steeled herself not to return the stranger's warm smile as their eyes met across the pond.

She arched a brow at him. "I believe these belong to you."

Several thoughts collided in Lucas Friar's head.

Riley Matthews didn't look a bit like the quiet, reclusive children's book author his aunt Emily had described. For some reason, he'd expected someone much older. And she was beautiful, her glossy chocolate hair pulled back in a neat twist that accentuated classic features. Features enhanced by a pair of stunning brown eyes. She didn't look like the carefree, artsy type, either. She wore a conservative white blouse and knee–length floral skirt…spattered with murky brown water spots.

The spots could only mean one thing. She'd been formally introduced to the twins.

Lucas glanced at his sons, who stood frozen in Riley's grip. As usual, Jake's eyes sparkled with defiance—a sure sign he'd been the ring leader of this particular misadventure—while James dipped his head and refused to look Lucas in the eye. Guilty. No doubt about it.

He knew he needed to smooth things over. Fast. "You must be Riley Matthews. I'm Lucas—"

"Your…boys…threw a rock into my pond—" Riley cut the introductions short as she released them.

The twins bolted to safety and attached themselves to Lucas' leg like barnacles.

"We didn't throw it." Jake dared to contradict the woman now that he was beyond her reach. "We _catapulted _it. I made this really cool catapult—"

"_Be that as it may._" Riley's voice could have kept a gallon of milk cold for a week. "I have fish in the pond and the rock could have—"

"Fish? Like trout?"

"I have a fishing pole. Can I get it?"

"Dad cooks them in butter with their heads still on—"

Lucas saw the color drain out of Riley's face and held up his hand to prevent Jake from launching into a detailed description of how Lucas cleaned a fish. The boys could be a little overwhelming even to someone used to the way they spoke in high–definition surround sound. Maybe moving in with Aunt Emily while their new house was being renovated hadn't been such a good idea. It was going to be a challenge to keep his active sons out of trouble. And, from the looks of it, away from the neighbor they'd be sharing a yard with.

"You can't fish for them. They're koi, not trout," he said. Riley looked confused at the sudden change in topics.

_Welcome to my world,_ Lucas thought wryly. If it wasn't for his daily conversations with God and frequent requests for strength and patience, Lucas knew he wouldn't stand a chance.

"So?" Jake's frown clearly said a fish was a fish.

"_So_ they're like…pets," Riley explained.

Identical faces wearing identical expressions of shock tipped toward Lucas. And both questioned their new neighbor's sanity.

Riley's eyes accused _him_ of being responsible for this gap in his sons' education. "They have names. And they swim to the edge of the pond and they eat out of my hand."

"No way." Jake said under his breath.

Lucas hoped she hadn't heard him. At the ripe old age of seven, Jake was starting to develop an edge. This was one of the reasons Lucas had decided to leave Texas and move the boys to New Jersey. Not that New Jersey was without problems, but it was still a smaller and better place than Austin.

"If you'll excuse me, I have to change my clothes and get back to work," Riley's expression communicated exactly how she felt about the interruption to her day. And the cause of it.

"Boys." Lucas' soft prompt let his sons know he expected them to apologize.

"We didn't mean to get you wet," James said quickly.

"Yeah. Sorry," Jake muttered. "But it _was_ a cool catapult."

For a moment, Lucas thought he saw a smile tip the corners of Riley Matthews' lips. But then her eyes met his over the twins' heads and the message in their cool brown depths didn't exactly say welcome to the neighborhood. More like private. Keep out. No trespassing.

Lucas buried a sigh.

Strike one against the Friar family.

Riley pivoted sharply, and Marley, with an apologetic look at the boys, fell into step beside her as she walked back to the house.

She glanced at her watch. Now she'd have to take time to throw her clothes in the wash and find something else to wear. Thanks to her laptop, the spare bedroom or one of the comfortable chairs in the flower garden served as her office, but dressing in business casual put her in "work" mode and helped her focus on her daily page goal.

"She's crabby." The childish declaration, delivered by the boy named Jake, came out louder than his apology.

Riley sucked in a breath.

Well, how did they expect her to respond when they launched a rock into her fishpond? It could have ended up in her lap. She blamed their father. Lucas. If he kept a closer eye on his boys, maybe they would have gotten off to a better start—

_Start?_

Riley caught herself. There was no _start._ She had to talk to Emily and find out what was going on.

A terrifying thought whipped through her mind. Emily was close to seventy. Had she sold the house to her nephew? Was Lucas going to be her landlord? His son had sounded quite emphatic when he told her that they _lived_ there. If they were just visiting for a day—or a weekend—wouldn't he have said so?

And if the little hooligans built working catapults, who knew what other creative inventions they could create that had the potential to disrupt her life?

"I like her dog." James' voice—a clear soprano—carried across the yard.

Riley looked down at Marley. "At least _you_ scored some points."

Marley grinned.

Just as Riley got to the door, a large hand tinted brown from the sun, reached around her and opened it. Startled, she spun and found herself looking directly into Lucas' eyes.

From the expression on his face, he knew she'd heard his sons' comments. Riley's face burned. She told herself she didn't care if they thought she was crabby; maybe they'd keep their distance. And she'd get to finish her manuscript.

"I just noticed you're carrying a laptop. It didn't get wet, did it?" Lucas glanced down at the computer tucked under her arm. He was probably worried he'd have to replace it.

"I closed it…right before the geyser blew."

Lucas' lips twitched. "I can tell you're a writer.

Riley looked at him suspiciously. Why? Because of the computer? Or because he thought she was exaggerating? She decided she didn't want to know. If she didn't make her goal today, she'd have to skip lunch.

"It's fine. Thank you for your concern…" Her voice sputtered and died.

Lucas was staring at her lips.

Riley couldn't remember the last time a man had stared at her lips. _Ah, possibly never?_ She tried to move, but Marley wedged her wide doggy frame between Riley and the wall. Which had to be the reason Riley suddenly had trouble breathing.

"I…ah…" _Need some air._ That was it. She needed air.

Lucas' hand lifted and his thumb brushed the curve between her lower lip and her chin.

Riley choked.

Lucas reacted as if Marley had bit him in the ankle. "Ah, you had some…dirt…there." He backed away. Quickly. "Habit. You know. The boys hate it when I do that. Sorry."

He made a quick getaway. Riley escaped into the house and sagged against the wall.

Maybe she'd been foolish to think that Lucas Friar's _sons_ were the ones who were going to turn her life upside down!


	2. Chapter 2

**Chapter 2**

Lucas couldn't believe he'd brushed a smudge of dirt off Riley Matthews' chin. Her prickly personality didn't exactly invite a person to get up close and personal.

One more black mark against him on their new neighbor's list—somehow, Lucas _knew_ she had a list. She reminded him of someone else who'd been a slave to their day planner. Someone else who'd become so focused on a goal that everything else faded away.

"Dad?" James darted up to him, Jake close behind. "Do you think she'd let me take Marley for a walk?"

Lucas hated to crush James' hopes, but the phrase "when pigs fly" seemed to be the most appropriate answer to that question. "I think we need to talk about it."

"That means no," Jake predicted.

Lucas shot his older–by–three–minutes son a meaningful look. Jake never minded crushing James' hopes. In his mind, that was what brothers were for. "It doesn't mean no. It means we have to set some guidelines."

Jake scowled. "Rules."

"We already have to floss our teeth every day." James looked pained. "And make our beds."

"Yeah, I know I ask a lot of you guys," Lucas said dryly, "but hear me out. I'm not sure we made a very good impression on Miss Matthews."

"She didn't make a good impression on me, either," Jake mumbled.

Lucas grabbed him in a headlock and ruffled his hair. "You remember what we've been talking about during campfire time."

James heaved a sigh. "Love your neighbor."

"But that was easy when we lived next to Mike and Lottie," Jake said, referring to the elderly couple who'd been their neighbors in Austin. "Lottie made cookies, and Mike watched football with us."

"God didn't tell us to love our neighbor only if they do nice things. Or if they're nice people. It _starts_ with us, guys. All you have to do is watch for opportunities."

"Like what?" James asked.

"Maybe giving her some time to adjust to having new neighbors." _Who catapult rocks into her fishpond. _"And respecting her privacy."

"He wants us to leave her alone," Jake translated.

James scuffed a furrow in the grass with his toe. "Okay."

Lucas detected their reluctance, but decided not to push the issue. In spite of their boundless energy, mixed with a healthy dose of curiosity, he trusted the boys to follow the rules.

Aunt Emily waved to them from the porch. "Your contractor just called, Lucas. He said there's a problem with the electrician."

"Thanks, Em. We'll take a drive over there." A cloud of his aunt's rose–scented perfume surrounded Lucas as he reached the bottom step. Everything in the house was either pink or smelled like Emily's favorite flower. That morning, Jake had refused to take a shower with soap shaped like roses.

Lucas loved his father's sister, though. And he knew the boys would, too. As a child, Lucas had spent a lot of time at her house, but after he'd left for college and then settled in Austin, he hadn't kept in close contact with her. But she'd faithfully sent birthday cards and Christmas letters. Then, after Nicole died, Emily's frequent phone calls and encouraging notes had helped him through the worst days. He was glad his boys would have the chance to get to know her.

"Did you get acquainted with Riley?" Emily asked.

Something in her way–too–innocent tone made warning bells go off in Lucas' head. Emily wouldn't be trying to play matchmaker. Not between him and Riley Matthews. Would she?

"She is such a gifted young woman. And pretty, too. Don't you think so?"

Lucas stifled a groan.

On second thought, maybe she would.

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

"I'm sure I mentioned Lucas and the boys were moving in for a few weeks," Emily frowned as she dropped a sugar cube into a delicate teacup and handed it to Riley.

Riley was sure she hadn't. That in itself was odd. Not only was Emily in good physical health, she was also as sharp as the proverbial tack. Riley had never witnessed any lapses in her landlady's memory. Until now.

The minute Riley saw the black pickup truck ease out of the driveway, she'd made her way across the yard to Emily's house, maneuvering through a veritable minefield of sports equipment and catapult–making tools, to politely inquire about her new neighbors.

"It's just the three of them now." The lines mapping Emily's face deepened. "Nicole, Lucas' wife, died in a car accident several years ago. Such a loss—and those sweet little boys only four years old at the time. I have to tell you, it was an answer to prayer when Lucas called and told me they were moving here. "

Riley hadn't known. She may have rented the carriage house from Emily Friar, but she'd been careful to keep her distance. On purpose. They exchanged friendly waves if their paths crossed in the gardens or on their way to the mailbox. On the rare occasion Riley accepted Emily's invitation to join her for a cup of tea, she deliberately kept the conversation from becoming too personal.

Riley tamped down the rush of compassion that welled up inside her at the thought of Lucas raising his sons alone, and reminded herself that it was his job to keep his children under control. She'd signed a yearlong lease with Emily because she needed a place to work. Without distractions. If she'd known two active little boys hung upside down from the branches of Emily's family tree, she might have looked for another place to live.

"Lucas bought a place just outside of town," Emily chatted on, assuming Riley would be interested in his plans—and she was—but not for the reason Emily thought! "The farmhouse needs some work, but the contractor promised Lucas it would be finished by mid–July."

Riley tried to hide her relief. A few weeks. She could survive a few weeks. True, her manuscript was due close to the same time, but Emily knew Riley didn't like to be interrupted. Even though Lucas Friar might be a little on the lackadaisical side when it came to keeping the boys out of trouble, Emily would be there as a buffer.

"The timing is perfect." Emily lifted a delicate shortbread that Riley baked earlier. "They'll have the whole house to themselves while I'm in New York City."

Riley choked. "New York City! You're going…_away?_"

"Oh, dear." Riley blinked. "Did I forget to mention that, too?"

"Yes." Riley forced the word out through gritted teeth.

Emily had jumped shipped. How…convenient.

Riley gnawed on her lower lip. For a multitude of reasons, she hadn't been able to write a word since the fishpond incident that morning. Marley, ordinarily content to laze the day away in a patch of sunlight, had paced the living room floor and whined at the door. And the noises coming from the other side of the hedge—the dull thud of a hammer, the scrape of a saw and the cheerful serenade of someone _whistling_—only broke Riley's concentration and not the case of writer's block she'd been suffering from for the past few days.

Riley took a deep breath. "When are you leaving?"

"Day after tomorrow. My friend Mary has been after me for years to go to the Big Apple with her. I finally gave in."

Riley's eyes narrowed. _What perfect timing._

Emily chuckled. "But don't worry. If you need help with anything, let Lucas know. I'm sure you'll be good friends by the time I get home."

_I don't want a friend,_ Riley wanted to argue. Instead she scraped together her good manners and managed a smile as she rose to leave. Before Lucas and his sons returned. "Enjoy your trip."

She'd simply barricade herself in the house for the next two weeks. She wouldn't have to deal with little boys. Or catapults. Or damaged clothing.

Or the warmth in Lucas Friar's smile.


	3. Chapter 3

**Chapter 3**

Riley scanned the crowd, then spotted Maya Hart, her best friend since grade school, waving at her. Maya stood and gave her a hug. "Hi, peaches. Somebody's not happy," Maya said with a smug grin as Riley sat down.

Ignoring the comment, Riley made a show of studying the menu she'd been familiar with for months.

"Scratch that…somebody's really unhappy," her friend relentlessly continued. "Want to talk about it?"

"It's nothing."

"You sure? Cause it looks like it's something."

"Maya…"

"OMG! You met a guy!"

"And two boys."

"What? Did you just say two boys?"

Riley nodded, relieved from further discussion of the uncomfortable topic by the arrival of the waitress.

But if she thought she'd sidestepped the issue, she was mistaken. She'd almost finished her omelet when Maya started questioning her. "What do you mean you met two boys? Where? How?"

"Emily's nephew and his twin boys are temporarily staying with her," Riley replied. "I got introduced to them via one of the boys' experiments."

"Was it a cool experiment?" Maya joked, trying to keep the conversation light, even as she experienced a sense of foreboding.

"It was a catapult," Riley said. "They _catapulted_ a rock into the pond and splashed murky water all over me."

"So what did you do?"

"Nothing. Their father came and they apologized."

"Okay," Maya nod encouragingly for Riley to continue.

"That's it."

"You sure?" Maya was the picture of innocence.

"Yes. What else could there be?"

Maya stared at Riley, silently thanking the boys that brought back emotion to her friend. It's been a while since she saw Riley show any kind of real emotion, even though it's irritation at the moment. It's a start. Maya beamed and said, "It's good that you have more friends now!"

Riley felt her cheeks redden. "Who says anything about friends?" She glanced around helplessly. "I don't need more friends. I already have you."

"Oh, peaches." Maya squeezed her hand. "Of course you have me, but it's nice to have other friends that live close by. We only get to see each other every other weekend. For way too long, you've been like a she-bear hibernating in your cave. But it's spring now. Come out. Smell the fresh pine. Play in the river. Take a risk."

Riley slumped back in her chair, studying the warm affection in the eyes of her friend. Then, unbidden, came the disturbing image of a man. A handsome man…with a big heart. A man she'd spent more than a little time thinking about.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Maya's soft voice. "Riles, just open up a bit. It's time."

Riley's chest tightened, and against all reason, she said, "Okay. Fine. I will try to be nicer. But that's all. Understood?"

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Lucas looked down from the roof, where he was fixing some loose shingles for his Aunt Emily, and saw Riley crossing the yard toward the house.

For the fourth time in the past two days.

Usually the twins were slinking along behind her, their chins practically scraping the grass.

This time she was alone, but Lucas still doubted it was a social call.

_Okay, Lord, I need some wisdom. Or else double the size of the hedge between our houses._ Not that it would prevent the twins from finding a way around it. No matter how busy he tried to keep the boys, they managed to slip away the second his back was turned. And for some reason, Riley's tiny square of yard, neatly hemmed in by rose bushes, acted like a magnetic field to Jake and James.

He sighed, wondering what they'd done this time. The misdemeanors kept piling up.

Monday she'd caught Jake and James feeding their grilled cheese sandwiches to her koi.

The day before, she'd informed him the boys were building _something_ in the maple tree overlooking her patio. Which explained why his hammer and a box of nails had mysteriously disappeared.

Lucas usually took the twins on a daily outing to check the progress on their new home, but the landscaping team had decided to reseed the entire yard, and they'd made it clear they didn't want little footprints decorating their work.

Riley reached the ladder and looked up. The sunlight picked out threads of mahogany in the glossy curtain of hair framing her face and the bottle brown eyes held a hint of panic.

What now? The last time he'd checked on Jake and James, they'd been engrossed in a video game he'd rented for them that morning.

Lucas hooked the hammer in the loop on his tool belt and made his way down the ladder.

"I…Marley is missing. Have you seen her? I let her out a little while ago and now I can't find her."

Lucas heard the undercurrent of worry in her voice. One of the things he'd quickly figured out about Riley was that she and her dog were inseparable. In fact, judging from the lack of activity on the other side of the hedge, Lucas wondered if Marley was Riley's only friend.

"No, I haven't. But I'll ask the boys."

"She never leaves the yard," Riley fretted, following him around the house, where the boys had converted Aunt Emily's three–season room into their own private hangout.

Lucas pushed open the door and spotted Jake still camped out in front of the television, his gaze riveted on the racetrack he was navigating. "Where's James?"

Jake shrugged. "I don't know. He took off about ten minutes ago."

A stab of dread slid between Lucas' ribs even as he dismissed his suspicion. James wouldn't have gone somewhere with a dog that didn't belong to him. Especially Riley Matthew's dog!

"I can't find Marley. Have you seen her?" Riley's fingers twisted together at her waist.

"Nope." To Lucas' astonishment, Jake shut off the game. "But I'll help you look for her."

Riley's eyes widened. "Thank…you."

"Why don't you go home and see if she came back," Lucas suggested. "Jake and I will take a quick look around the block."

"All right." Riley caught her lower lip between her teeth and the troubled look in her eyes made Lucas breath hitch in his chest. He'd gotten used to those eyes shooting sparks at him…and seeing her lips press together in a tight seam after she brought yet another crime to his attention. But now she looked…approachable.

And suddenly way too attractive for his peace of mind.

Lucas groped for the door, knocked off center by the first spark of vulnerability he'd seen in her since they'd met. "Jake…why don't you take your bicycle—"

"I don't think that's necessary." Riley's voice had iced over.

And Lucas saw the reason why.


	4. Chapter 4

**Chapter 4**

James was walking up the driveway, as carefree as you please.

Accompanied by a very cheerful–looking Labrador retriever.

The grin on James' face faded when he saw everyone gathered together in the yard, waiting for him.

"You're in trouble!" Jake shouted to his brother.

Riley hurried to collect her dog. Marley danced around Riley's feet and barked, as if trying to explain things from her point of view.

Lucas caught up to them quickly, not wanting Riley to scold James before he had a chance to explain. Although Lucas couldn't come up with any explanation that wouldn't result in James being grounded for the rest of the week. Or the month. Or what remained of summer vacation.

"James, why did you take Marley out of Miss Matthew's yard?"

James' dirt–smudged face was the picture of innocence. "You told me to, Dad."

Riley turned to stare at him in disbelief and Lucas strove to keep his voice even.

"_James._ You know I didn't tell you to take Marley for a walk."

"Yes, you did." It was rare to see James' chin take on the stubborn tilt that reminded Lucas of his own childhood photos, but there it was.

Lucas' mind quickly connected the dots.

_Love your neighbor._

And James had taken the lesson to heart.

"You and Jake go inside. I'll be there in a minute," he instructed quietly.

One furtive peek at Riley's expression and both boys sped toward the house. Lucas didn't say anything until the screen door snapped shut behind them.

"I don't know what that was all about, but I hope you make sure the punishment fits the crime." Riley's voice shook. "And please make it clear to your sons that they can't take Marley out of my yard. Or play with her. She's too old to keep up with…that level of activity."

Lucas took a breath, counted to ten and reminded himself the anger in Riley's voice stemmed from her fear that something had happened to Marley. "I'll talk to James. I know he should have asked you for permission."

"He took her without asking because he knew I _wouldn't_ give him permission," Riley retorted.

How much to tell her? Lucas had no idea where her heart was when it came to issues of faith. Would it explain his son's actions or offend her even more? He decided to risk it and tell her the truth. "I've been encouraging the boys to live out the verse in the Bible that tells us to love our neighbor. James decided that was how he'd show you. He knows you take Marley for a walk every day at ten and four. He must have seen you let her outside and realized you were too busy today. So he took her for you."

Riley's gaze shifted to a point over his shoulder. "I don't understand," she said stiffly.

"An act of love." Lucas didn't know how else to put it.

Riley stilled. Did he imagine the softening in her expression?

"Maybe…James…was trying to help," she finally conceded. "But the truth is…I don't like being disrupted. I rented the carriage house because I need peace and quiet to work. And to tell you the truth, I haven't gotten much of that this week."

"I understand." And Lucas did. All too well. There'd been a point in his own life when his world—and his perspective—had shrunk to the size of his Blackberry. Until Nicole died and he'd realized he barely knew the four–year–old boys that clung to him after the funeral. Silently asking him for things he had no idea how to give. And most days found him still trying to figure it out. But the difference was, now he wasn't alone anymore.

"I'll remind the boys that "love thy neighbor" translates to "leave thy neighbor alone." Lucas had meant to lighten the moment but he found himself talking to Riley's retreating figure.

_Strike three, Lord. I think the Friar team is out._

_xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx_

Riley couldn't concentrate. Not because it was too loud, but because it was too quiet.

She'd heard Lucas' pickup truck leave shortly after she walked Marley back home. For the first time Riley could remember, her faithful Labrador retriever had balked at the door, refusing to go inside. The longing look the dog cast toward the house on the other side of the hedge swamped Riley with an emotion that felt suspiciously like guilt.

But why should she feel guilty? James, Lucas' son, took Marley out of her yard without permission. So maybe the little boy had done it with good intentions, but Riley's heart still hadn't quite resumed its normal rhythm since she'd discovered Marley missing.

And what kind of excuse had Lucas given for his son's behavior? He'd been encouraging the boys to act out the command to love their neighbor? To love _her?_

Riley closed her laptop and took a restless lap around the living room decorated with an overflow of Emily's eclectic furnishings from the main house.

She winced as she remembered Lucas' parting comment. The humor that backlit his eyes told her he'd meant it as a joke, but Riley felt as though she'd been slapped. She wasn't sure why it was suddenly important that Lucas understand her need for solitude. And why she'd reacted so strongly when she discovered Marley missing. The truth was, Marley was more than a pet. She was the only thing left that connects Riley to Auggie, in a very real sense, the reason for her success as a children's author. Not to mention the only one in Riley's life who accepted her exactly the way she was!

"What's wrong with being focused?" Riley said out loud. "It doesn't mean I'm some kind of robot, does it?"

Marley's eyebrows wiggled in sympathy. _Not at all._

"So maybe I do order my day a certain way. I'd never get anything accomplished if I goofed off." Like a certain someone in faded blue jeans and scuffed tennis shoes. A certain _handsome_ someone. Who, from what evidence she could see, didn't even have a job. "And maybe we do go for a walk at ten and four. What's wrong with that?"

Right away Riley realized her mistake. Marley's ears twitched at the word _walk._

"All right. You can go outside for a few minutes." Riley gave in and opened the door.

And smelled smoke.


End file.
